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To my daughters, Cécile and Lisa





Summer of 2013

I remember everything. The light, the gentle breeze, the sky and its myriad colors. It was a beautiful evening and life was full of possibilities. It is all written inside me, in indelible ink. Every second, every image.

I’m with the man I love, we’re celebrating our wedding anniversary. The sun is setting on the Aegean Sea. We’ve been living together for 10 years, and our relationship is going smoothly. A unique energy sustains us - we lead our life without ever turning back nor worrying about tomorrow. I’ve always made the most of every moment, looking straight ahead and trusting in the future. I’ve lived without wasting a second.

Bruno’s gaze is lost in the horizon. He has just lost his father to pancreatic cancer. I give him all the support I can, offer him my attention and kindness. For once, I’m straying away from my usual fast tempo. I want to take time for us, and be there for him. This place we have often visited brings us comfort. I am happy. We eat, drink and laugh. Then we make love. A few minutes go by, unforgettably serene minutes, and then Bruno says: “I felt something, here.” He touches my breast. “Here, there’s something there.”

Bruno never worries. He’s a doctor, a renowned nephrologist. Life at his side has taught me not to take my ailments too seriously, or to ignore them. At home, his three children, my two daughters and I know the rules. We mustn’t complain. He only takes time to tend to our ills when we’re really sick. We always used to laugh when we’d see him come in with his hands full of pills, in doses fit for a horse. “Oh! Here comes the vet!” We would just swallow them without asking any questions. We had to get better. What really mattered was his job – not our health, but the health of those severely ill patients he took care of.

I put my hand on my breast. Beneath my fingers is a palpable lump. How come I didn’t feel it earlier? Where did it come from, and how long has it been growing there without my noticing? These questions rush through my head. Bruno reassures me; I want to believe this man to whom nothing is worrisome. But an intuition settles in. As if I already knew: “Don’t worry, it’s nothing to worry about. You have no risk factors.”

As soon as I get back home to Rouen, I make an appointment with my gynecologist. She examines me and calms me down, saying repeatedly: “It’s nothing, I’m not worried.” She prescribes a routine mammography. The test is painful. The technician has to redo that breast several times. She says she doesn’t see anything and that I’ll have to have an ultrasound. After the ultrasound and a puncture, the doctor comes to the same conclusion as the others: “I’m sending you to the Mathilde Clinic tomorrow for a biopsy. But there’s no need to worry.”

Too late. The more I’m told not to worry, the more I do worry. Bruno can feel it and insists on coming with me, which he never would have done normally. The radiologist who does the biopsy looks preoccupied. In his gaze, his gestures, the words he whispers, I can feel he’s worried. He asks me what I’m doing during the week, if I have anything planned. I always have something planned. But on August 13th, I have to cancel everything for Doctor R, my future surgeon. My heart starts racing, my legs give out, I feel a noose beginning to tighten around me. I know what’s happening. Bruno holds me up. The nurse, so gentle, comes up to me and whispers in my ear: “You’ll be OK, it’s two years out of a lifetime.” Two years.

On the morning of August 13th, I get up early. Facing the mirror, I observe my body, this healthy body that has always carried me, has never failed me, never given me any reason to doubt it. It hasn’t changed since I was 16, not even after two pregnancies: 50 kilos, no dieting, but a lot of sports. I love to run, dance, and feel alive. It’s weird: I’ve always felt good about myself, and here I am trembling inside. Everything suddenly seems to have become fallible: This breast that fed my daughters 20 years ago; this long hair, my legacy, my gift, my femininity. The idea that I might lose it all looms large. I put on a pink dress with white hearts on it. It’s a pretty, draped dress, and I choose to wear it with white, high-heeled shoes, leaving my hair loose over my suntanned skin. As if illness couldn’t reach me. As if I could do something about it.

In the surgeon’s office, Bruno holds my hand. Doctor R doesn’t look at me. I know that he knows how serious my illness is; the results of the biopsy are on his desk. But first, he wants to get acquainted with me, he wants to know what I do, what my life is like. I tell him about my daughters, my work, my energy. He looks me straight in the eye. “You have no risk factor, and yet you have a grade-3 invasive ductal carcinoma.”

At first, I don’t understand. But Bruno’s hand, squeezing mine harder and harder, gives it away. I’m overwhelmed by a violent tide of emotion, and for the first time in ages, I burst into tears. Tears of desperation. I’m not afraid of death, but I don’t want to die; not now, not like this, it’s much too soon. In the cold hospital office, next to my husband and facing the surgeon, I have the awful feeling that it’s all over.

Doctor R asks me to undress. He wants to examine me. I take off my dress and my bra, and stand before him in my high heels and thong, with my long hair hanging down and my mascara running. I don’t really know what’s going on, but the doctor, when trying to sit down on a little stool with wheels, doesn’t judge the distance correctly and falls. He must have hurt himself quite badly. Somewhat embarrassed, he gets up, adjusts his doctor’s coat and comes over to me, trembling. In any other circumstances, I would have been flattered at having a man fall over just by looking at me. But today, when I recall this rather funny situation, I can’t help thinking that this man falling somehow represented my life collapsing. He calls Bruno over: “Is this what you felt a month ago?” They both palpate the tumor. “No!”

Since we got back from our vacation, the tumor has grown. I have to be operated on urgently and begin chemotherapy. In the surgeon’s and in Bruno’s minds, everything gets organized, dates are set. In my mind, everything is burning. I watch them make decisions about my life, my time. They don’t get it, they don’t know that I can’t just stop living, suddenly give everything up. I have a company, 250 employees depending on me. I want to go to Montreal with my daughter, as usual, for the beginning of her university term. I don’t want things to change. I want to forget the tumor, calm the rebellion brewing inside: To stifle the scream before it comes out. Why me? What did I do to deserve this? How am I to overcome this ordeal? Is it something one can overcome? For the first time, I’m scared, because I know I’m not in control at all, that everything depends on this man, this stranger who is going to try to save me.

Doctor R gives me permission to go to Canada and organizes my hospitalization for when I get back. I have 48 hours to do tests and scans, including an MRI and blood tests. The countdown has begun. Everywhere I go, they’re expecting me. I’m called in first. I’m not wearing high heels or mascara anymore, my hair is tied back. Everything goes so quickly, it’s beyond me. I allow myself to be carried by the wave. It’s more powerful than me anyway.

The hardest is yet to come: I have to break the news to my family. My mother is the first person I call, the only one I can talk to. She breaks down, I comfort her. She waits for me at her place so we can call my father, who lives in Spain. They’ve been separated for a long time. It’s a brief and very emotional call. How do you tell your parents you may be dying? Then I go home. My daughter Lisa is there, smiling, rested – she just got back from vacation and is packing her suitcases. She can’t wait to get back to Montreal.

She’s been studying business for the past two years. She’s found her way and I watch her become a free, independent woman, determined to fulfill her dreams. Going along with her at the end of August has become a tradition, a very powerful moment for both of us. We adore Montreal, the energy we get from it. I go up to her. I don’t hide anything. She breaks down. Lisa is a lot like me. She feels things very intensely. She wants to fight my cancer with me. She’s instantly ready to give up everything: Her studies, Montreal. It takes all the little strength I have left to convince her not to do that. We make a deal. She gets her diploma, and I’ll try to survive. I don’t want to lie to her. I tell her that everything will be OK, that I’ll make it through this. But we do promise each other to be strong. Cécile, my elder daughter, is in La Baule. Lisa is beside me while I talk to Cécile. It’s very hard. Her world, our world is collapsing. I realize that beyond me, this illness is also hurting my loved ones.

We go to Canada as planned. My mother comes along. I don’t sleep well there, my tears wake me up, so I work at night. I write important messages; I want to plan everything, not to forget anything. There is so much to do, so many people to tell. I contact my lawyer, my notary, my associates. I get organized for what lies ahead. Bruno plans my mastectomy with my surgeon – that is the option that was decided on. I want them to remove both breasts, not only the one with the tumor. I’m willing to fight, but not halfway. The surgeon refuses. He finds it pointless to remove a healthy breast. I don’t budge. It’s going to be both, or none.

The stay in Montreal is hell. I pretend I’m OK, try to explore the city’s special upbeat atmosphere, to hang onto the present moment, to the life that is still there to be had. One evening, as we’re sitting at a rooftop terrace, I ask Lisa if she would like to take over my company, once she’s gotten her diploma; if she would enjoy pursuing what I have built. I need to know that everything is not going to go down the drain, to keep believing that some things have meaning. “You are not going to die, Mom.” But what if that does happen? How can I make her understand that I may no longer be there to protect her? How can I tell her that I want to secure her future? To me, the real legacy we leave behind us is what we share and teach. If illness is to take my life, I do not want to leave my daughters just money. I have to use all the time I have left to teach them everything I know, to give them the professional fundamentals, the skills that will make them independent and free. That is my only concern: To be sure that they won’t be dependent on anybody, especially not on a man. Lisa understands. I see her grow up before my very eyes. On this terrace overlooking Montreal, facing so fragile a future, she agrees. I’ll teach her the job, put her on the right track. I do the same with Cécile, who is a beautician. Her professional situation is still insecure, I want to help stabilize it and offer to buy her a beauty parlor. She doesn’t feel ready yet, but she accepts my offer. I trust her, I know she’ll manage.

Sunday August 25th. As the plane flies over the ocean, I can’t take my eyes off the window. I think of Lisa’s words before I left: “You’re my rock, Mom. My heroine.” These words comfort me and break my heart. The stay in Montreal actually filled me with energy. The fear never leaves me, but I’m prepared to fight, for my daughters’ sake.

Bruno is waiting for me at the airport. I breathe in his smell, imbuing his strength. I’ll need a lot of it tomorrow.





Inventing my freedom

I have always had an intimate conviction deep down inside, a strength that allows me to move forwards and to act, without fear or regrets. That is how I built my life, taking risks, always seeking to make something out of whatever comes my way, facing up to my most radical, most passionate choices. I developed this philosophy in business, of course, but even before that, I put it into practice in my personal life.

When I met Bruno in April 2003, at a banal professional meeting, I knew my life was about to change. At the time, I was a sales manager at AMGEN, the world leader in biotechnologies, which to me was the Holy Grail in pharmaceuticals. I worked on new treatment protocols for severe illnesses such as cancer, sold products intended to improve the daily lives of sick people and to extend their life expectancy. I’m in charge of the public and private hospital market in France. It’s a difficult and challenging role, but I love it. Part of my job is to organize seminars, and I meet a lot of leading figures in research.

Bruno’s name was given to me by a hospital delegate who knew I was looking for a speaker for an upcoming event. So I contact him, without knowing him, aware of the fact that he’s an authority in his field. He invites me to meet him at the nephrology department of the Rouen teaching hospital where he practices. I wait for him in the hallway. I have no idea what he looks like, I watch the people go by. A man suddenly appears in front of me. Our eyes meet, as if magnetized. For a few seconds, I feel like we know each other. Then he disappears into an office. A few minutes later, he comes over and introduces himself as Bruno. A blast of air rushes through me, like an inner explosion. He also seems shaken, almost overwhelmed. I think that’s what’s called love at first sight.

At the time, I was married to Philippe, a fabulous man, the father of my daughters. I was young when we married. I became a mother at his side, and then, very quickly, a businesswoman. We got started together, in our respective fields, beginning from nothing, and we both climbed the ladder to success. He headed a company in Nantes, and I was a sales manager at a hospital. Very early on, my career put me on the road, and I was often away from home. Philippe was always there for me. Not only was there no such thing as competition between us, he actually encouraged me and made it possible for me to develop my career, even when our daughters were still very young and needed me, as much as I needed them. He knew my love for freedom, my unquenchable ambition, and supported me in everything I undertook. From the start, our couple was functioning like a well-run company. Everything was organized: I had live-in help to take care of the house, a daily nanny for the children, I could be away from Tuesday morning to Friday evening. Suddenly, my life sped up.



OEBPS/font/Interstate-BoldCompressed.otf


OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
Isabelle Guyomarch

Fighting lady

OVERCOMING THE TABOOS
AROUND WOMEN'’S CANCERS






OEBPS/font/Interstate-BoldCondensed.otf


OEBPS/image/logo-cherche-midi.png
CherCa o





OEBPS/font/StoneSerifStd-Medium.otf


OEBPS/font/Hermes-Thin.otf


OEBPS/font/Interstate-RegularCondensed.otf


